the path from its old home to its new abode, crossing the pillar-gate that marked out the boundary between these two worlds.2 Fifteen hundred years have passed, and these mausoleums have turned into ruins. The stone animals stand in rice fields; the stelae are cracked and their inscriptions blurred ( fig. 2 ). But the "spirit road," which never takes a material form but is only defined by the shapes surrounding it, seems to have escaped the ravages of time. As long as the pairs of monuments-even their ruins-still exist in situ, a visitor recognizes this "path" and he, or his gaze, travels along it. Like the ancients, he would first meet the twin stone animals, each with its body curving from crest to tail to form a smooth S-shaped contour. With their large round eyes and enormous gaping mouths, the mythical beasts seem to be in a state of alarm and amazement. Compared to the bulky animal statues created three centuries earlier during the Han Dynasty, these statues exhibit new interest in psychology rather than in pure physique, in momentary expression rather than in permanent existence, in individuality rather than in anonymity, and in a complex combination of fantastic and human elements rather than in uniformity. The vividness of the animals even seems at odds with the solemn atmosphere of a graveyard. Standing in front of the stone pillars, these strange creatures seem to have just emerged from the other side of the gate and are astonished by what they are confronting.
The powerful imagery of these stone beasts must have contributed to the invention of abundant legends about them: people have repeatedly reported seeing them jumping up in the air. 3 In 546, the animals in front of the Jianling mausoleum, the tomb of the dynastic founder's father, reportedly suddenly got up and began to dance. They then fought violently with a huge serpent under the pillar-gate, and one beast was even injured by the evil reptile. 4 This event must have created a great sensation at the time: it was recorded in the dynasty's official history and the famous poet Yu Xin (513-81) incorporated it into his writings.5 This and other tales, obviously originating from the statues' symbolic function of warding off evil and from the desire to explain their decay over time, nevertheless demanded and inspired further political interpretations. Thus when a similar event was later reported to the court, some ministers considered it a good omen, but the emperor feared it as an inauspicious indication of future rebellions. Underlying both interpretations was the belief that the stone beasts carried divine messages to the living. 6 Having passed the animal statues, the visitor finds himself before the stone pillars. As mentioned above, these bear two panels with identical inscriptions. In the example shown in figs. 3a-b, the passage reads: "The spirit road of Grand Supreme Emperor Wen," the father of the founder of the Liang Dynasty. There is nothing strange about the content of these inscriptions; what is puzzling is the way they are written: the inscription on the left panel is a piece of regular text, but the one on the right panel is reversed. 7 Readers unfamiliar with Chinese writing may gain some sense of the irony created by this juxtaposition from an English "translation" of the Chinese passages (figs. 3c-d): although the content of the two inscriptions is identical, their effect is entirely different. The inscription on the left is a series of words forming a coherent and readable text. But the inscription on the right, at first sight, consists of no more than individual and illegible signs. A temporal reading sequence is thus established: even though the two inscriptions would be seen simultaneously from the spirit path, they must be comprehended sequentially. It would not take more than a few seconds for a literate person to read the normal inscription on the left, but to understand the inscription on the right he would first need to find clues. Such clues are found visually in the physical relationship between the two inscriptions: both their symmetrical placement and echoing patterns suggest that the illegible text "mirrors" the legible one. Unconsciously, the visitor will have taken the normal text as his point of reference for the other's meaning. The problem of comparing the individual characters of the two inscriptions no longer exists once the visitor realizes they are the same. The "illegible" inscription has become legible because he can read its mirror image ( fig. 4) . In other words, the mystery of its content has vanished: it is simply a reversed version of a regular piece of writing. What remains is the mystery of its reading: it would become not only legible in content but normal in form if the reader could invert his own vision to read it from the "back"-from the other side of the column (fig. 5 ). 8 Once this inference is made, the reversed inscription changes from a subject to be deciphered to a stimulus of the imagination.9 Controlled and deceived by the engraved signs, the visitor has mentally transported himself to the other side of the gate. He has forgotten the solid and opaque stone material, which has now become "transparent."
All this may seem a psychological game and a quite subjective interpretation, but the perceptual transformation explored here is seen frequently in the funerary art and literature of the Six Dynasties. During a funerary rite, the "visitor" whom I have just described would have been a mourner. As a mourner, his frame of mind would be focused on the function of a funerary ritual and the mortuary monuments framing it. Who was supposed to be in a position to read the reversed inscription "obversely"? In other words, who was thought to be on the other side of the stone column looking out?
A gate always separates space into an interior and an exterior. In a cemetery these are commonly identified as the world of the dead and the world of the living. The pair of inscriptions on the twin pillars signifies the junction of these two worlds and the meeting point of two gazes projecting from the opposite sides of the gate ( fig. 5) . The "natural" gaze of the mourner proceeds from the outside toward the burial ground, while his "inverted" gaze is now attributed to the dead man at the other end of the spirit road (where his body was buried and his life was recorded on memorial tablets).
The important point is that this reading/viewing process forces the mourner to go through a psychological dislocation from this world to the world beyond it. Confronted by the "illegible" inscription, his normal, mundane logic is disrupted and shaken. The discovery of the mirror relationship between the two inscrip-tions forges a powerful metaphor for the opposition between life and death. The sequential reading of the inscriptions creates a temporal shift from within to without; by mentally dislocating himself to the other side of the gate he identifies himself with the dead and assumes the viewpoint of the dead. The function of the gate is thus not merely to separate the two spaces and realms. As a static, physical boundary it can easily be crossed, but it is always there. More important, to completely fulfill the ritual transformation, the material existence of the gate has to be rejected. The underlying premise of this ritual transformation is that only when a living person accepts the otherworldly view can he enter the encircled graveyard without violating it, and only then can he not only pay respect to the dead but also speak for the dead.
In this light we can understand the progression traced by Lu Ji's (261-303) series of three mourning songs.'0 In the first song a funeral is narrated as if it were being watched by an anonymous but dispassionate observer:
By divination an auspicious site is sought ... For early departure attendants and drivers are roused ... Life and death have different principles; To carry out the coffin there must be a time. A cup of wine is set before the two pillars; The funeral is begun, and the sacred carriage advanced.
The funeral procession is still the focus of the second song, but the description becomes subjective and emotional. The poet speaks for the mourners and sees through their eyes:
Wandering, the thoughts of relatives and friends; In their distress their spirits are uneasy ... The soul carriage is silent without sound; Only to be seen are his cap and belt, Objects of use represent his past life . . . A mournful wind delays the moving wheels; Lowering clouds bind the drifting mists. We shake our whips and point to the sacred mound; We yoke the horses and thereafter depart.
The point of view changes again as soon as the funeral procession finally departs toward the sacred mound. In the third and last song, it is the deceased who is seeing, hearing, and speaking in the first person. The poet no longer identifies himself with the mourners but with the dead:
The piled-up hills, how they tower! My dark hut skulks among them. Wide stand the Four Limits; High-arched spreads the azure skies. [deceased] brother-if you have consciousness after your death, please let me be buried here in your land."" Ziliang was grieving for both his deceased kin and himself-as the survivor of the family he already saw himself buried in a dark tomb. Sentimental and self-pitying, he seems to have set an example for Xiao Yan (464-549), the founder of the Liang and a great patron of literature. Xiao Yan, or Emperor Wu of Liang, dedicated the Jianling mausoleum to his deceased father, Xiao Shunzhi (444-94), whose mirror inscriptions have been the focus of our discussion; he also had the Xiuling mausoleum constructed for himself. During a trip in the third month of 544, he sacrificed at his father's graveyard and then visited his own tomb, where "he was deeply moved and began to cry."'2 One wonders what moved him to tears in this second mausoleum; the only possible answer is the vision of himself lying underground on the other side of the pillar-gate.
The concept of "mourner" thus needs to be redefined. A mourner was not only a living person who came to a graveyard to meet a deceased Other, but also possibly a person who visited his own tomb to mourn for himself as the Other. In the first case, the pillar-gate separated yet connected the dead and the living; in the second case, it separated and connected a man's split images that confronted each other. In the late third century, Lu Ji had tried to speak for both the mourners and the dead; in the fifth and sixth centuries people lamented for themselves as though they were dead. 13 From this second tradition emerged three great songs by Tao Qian (365-427), which chillingly observe the world from a dead person's silent perception:
How desolate the moorland lies, The white poplars sough in the wind. In the ninth month of sharp frost, They escort me to the far suburbs. There where no one dwells at all The high grave mounds rear their heads. The horses whinny to the sky, The wind emits a mournful sound. Once the dark house is closed In a thousand years there will be no new dawn. There will be no new dawn And all man's wisdom helps not at all.
The people who have brought me here Have now returned, each to his home. My own family still feel griefThe others are already singing. What shall we say, we who are dead? Your bodies too will lodge on the hill. 14 Tao Qian must have been fascinated by the various possibilities of "inverting" himself-observing and describing himself and his surroundings as though he had become a bodiless and transparent "gaze," moving along the funeral procession like a camera lens. He wrote jiwen-sacrificial eulogies-for his relatives, and in these pieces he presents himself as a living member of the family lamenting dead kin.'5 But he also composed a sacrificial eulogy for himself. Unlike the funeral song in which he (as a dead man) follows and watches the entire mortuary rite, in the short preface to his self-eulogy he placed himself in the shifting zone between life and death:
The year is dingmao [427] and the correspondence of the pitch pipe is wuyli. The weather is cold and the night is long. The atmosphere is mournful; the wild geese are on the move; plants and trees turn yellow and shed their leaves. Master Tao [i.e., Tao Qian himself] is about to take leave of the "traveler's inn" [life] to return forever to his eternal home [death] . His friends are sad in their grief for him; they willjoin in his funeral feast this very evening, make offering of fine vegetables and present libations of clear wine. The faces he sees already grow dim; the sounds he hears grow fainter. '6 If life and death are separated by a pillar-gate, the experience described here must take place between the two pillars on the gate's threshold. Unlike Luji, who narrated a funeral in distinct stages progressing from the living to the dead, Tao Qian assumes a position between the two. This suspended position was not completely Tao's invention, however. We find a classical example in Confucius' life:
In the year rensi [479 B.C.], on the morning of the 11th of the 4th moon, Confucius arose, and then, supporting himself with his walking stick in one hand while the other hand rested behind his back, he advanced majestically to the front door of his apartment and began to chant the following words: "The mountain saint is going to disappear; the main beam of the empire is going to be broken; the sage is going to die!" After the rhythmic recital of this solemn prediction he went and placed himself in the center of the gateway.... After seven days, on the 18th day of the 4th moon, near midday, he expired at the age of seventy-three. 17 With this anecdote we return to the theme of the gate, but with a new interest in the elusive, two-dimensional plane between its two pillars rather than in the two spaces separated by it. Guided by this interest, our attention also shifts from the actual gates standing in a cemetery to their image depicted on flat stone. Beginning in the second century, such images were often engraved on the frontal sides of sarcophagi. '8 In some cases an empty gate indicates the entrance to the other world (fig. 6) 8 ): a figure emerges from a half-opened gate, holding the still closed door-leaf. The gate is thus half empty and half solid; the empty space recedes into an unknown depth, while the solid door-leaf blocks the spectator's gaze from penetrating the hidden space. The figure crosses these two halves, both exposing himself against the empty space and concealing himself behind the closed door-leaf. It seems that he is about to vanish into the emptiness, but is still grasping the door and looking at the world to which he once belonged.'9 This image graphically signifies an intermediary stage between life and death. We are reminded of Tao Qian's description of himself in his eulogy: "Master Tao is about to take leave of the 'traveler's inn' to return forever to his eternal home. His friends are sad in their grief for him.... The faces he sees already grow dim; the sounds he hears grow fainter." We can imagine that the same words could be murmured by the depicted figure who, with half of his body inside the dark sarcophagus, belongs to neither this world or the world beyond it. Both the implied artist and the poet Tao Qian assume a "liminal position" on the threshold of the gate ( fig. 9 ). Their vision may be called a "binary vision" because they look in the opposite directions of life and death at the same time ( fig. 10 ).
This mode of visualization is related to a general phenomenon during the Six Dynasties: many contemporary writers, painters, and calligraphers sought to see the "two facets of the universe" simultaneously. As we return to the reversed inscriptions, the focus of their investigation shifts from the viewer's perception to the artist's ambition to create such inscriptions. But who was the artist? Usually we assume that an engraved stone inscription copies a piece of writing and reflects the original style of the calligrapher. But if a calligrapher wrote only a single "regular" text, which was then inscribed twice as both the front and back inscriptions on the two pillars, the calligrapher's work was essentially irrelevant to the final product; he can hardly be claimed as the writer of the reversed inscription. But if he had indeed created both versions of the text, it would be far more intriguing. This would mean that the mirror inscriptions directly reflected the artist's creativity and state of mind, for, as himself, "the hand and mind [of a calligrapher] must work in correspondence."20 This, in turn, would mean that the calligrapher had first tried to "reverse" himself; before there was any "transparent stone" he had to make himself transparent. Two methods may enable us to solve this puzzle. We can check contemporary literary records for mentions of reversed or inverted writing. We can also try to find other clues from existing inscriptions. In an essay, the master calligrapher Yu Yuanwei (6th century) introduces himself as a calligraphic acrobat who once inscribed a screen in a hundred different scripts, both in ink and in color. He lists all the fancy names of these scripts (such as "immortal script," "flower-and-grass script, "monkey script, "pig script," and "tadpole script"). Toward the end of this long inventory appear two names: daoshu (reversed writing) and fanzuoshu (inverted and left writing).2' Even more fascinating, in the same essay he identifies the origin of a type of reversed writing:
During the Datong reign period [535-46], a scholar [named Kong Jingtong] wol king in the Eastern Palace could write cursive script [caoshu] in a single stroke. His brush stroke, which broke only at the end of a line, was fluent, graceful, and restrained, and reflected his distinctive nature. Since then no one has been able to follow him.
[Kong] also created the "left-and-right script" [zuoyoushu] . When people exchanged their writings at a gathering, no one could read his piece.22
Yu Yuanwei's record offers at least three kinds of information. First, the term "left writing" (zuoshu) or "inverted and left writing" (fanzuoshu) should indicate completely inverted or "mirror calligraphy," so that "no one could read" it at first sight. (As I explain below, the term daoshu or "reversed writing" probably refers to the method of writing a text in reverse order; the characters are not necessarily inverted.) Second, Kong Jingtong wrote both regular and inverted versions of a single text ("left-and-right writing") and exhibited them on a single occasion. As a gifted and popular calligrapher, he must have first learned the conventional way of writing but later mastered the inverted style of calligraphy through a painful self-inversion. Third, Kong developed two different calligraphic styles: the first was the "cursive script" (caoshu) in a single fluent brush stroke; and the second was the "left-and-right" mirror texts. Both writing styles place form over content.
To examine existing inverted and left inscriptions, we can employ a simple method: turning over a rubbing of such an inscription and placing it against a light reversing a piece of regular writing. The best preserved inverted inscription is found in Prince Xiao Jing's tomb (fig. 1 1; the counterpart "front" inscription was unfortunately lost long ago). Following the method suggested above, I have reversed this inverted inscription ( fig. 12a ) to obtain the version shown in fig. 12b . Any Chinese calligrapher of even an elementary level would immediately point out its weakness: the structure of several characters is unbalanced, and the horizontal strokes generally drop instead of rising as in normal writing. Both are typical symptoms of reversed writing or left-handed writing done by a righthanded person. This examination reveals that the term "left-and-right writing" may also mean that a calligrapher used both hands to write. From his right hand came a normal and readable text; from his left hand, reversed and illegible signs. The inversion of an existing convention, however, may also create a new convention. Suppose that the left-and-right scripts were standardized and became a norm-they would lose their power to confuse readers and the supernatural calligrapher would become merely a humble craftsman. Upon receiving such writing from Kong Jingtong, a guest would immediately lay bare his trick, and when a funeral procession proceeded toward a pillar-gate, no mourner would be intrigued by the pair of inscriptions because they would now be readily understandable. The stone columns would remain solid and opaque, and although the boundary marked out by the gate could be physically crossed, it would never be erased.
All seven surviving inscriptions on the pillar-gates of Liang tombs have been called zhengfanshu (front and reversed writing). But if we examine these inscriptions more closely, we find three distinctly different ways of reversing or inverting regular writing. The case discussed above ( fig. 3 ) exemplifies one of these methods: regular writing is completely reversed to form a true mirror image.23 Another method, represented by the inscriptions reconstructed and "translated" in figs. 12a-b, is to write the characters backward while keeping the standard right-to-left sequence of writing and reading (left-to-right sequence in English). 24 The third way is again an inversion of the second method (figs. 13a-b): the normal right-to-left sequence is changed to left-to-right (right-to-left in English), but all characters are written in their regular form.25 This last script may be identified as daoshu, a type of reversed script found on Yu Yuanwei's list.
All inscriptions "inverted" according to these three methods were made during a very brief period of some thirty years. We must assume that some profound reason led to such interest in metamorphosis.26 Such rapid changes can only testify to a deliberate effort to escape from a fixed pattern. The task is not easy since a regular inscription must be paired with an inverted one on the two pillars so that they can together define the junction of two opposing views, yet any standardization would turn the inscriptions into static symbols without psychological power. It is probably no coincidence that only the earliest surviving examples of "front-and-back" writing-the pair of inscriptions dedicated to the father of the dynasty's founder-appear as true mirror images. To avoid repeating the same imagery, later generations either reversed the characters or reversed the writing (and reading) sequence. In fact, these three methods are the only possible ways to reverse a text. The Liang tried them all.
"Binary" Imagery and the Birth of Pictorial Space
The period known as the Northern and Southern Dynasties (386-589) is commonly recognized as a turning point in Chinese art history. Major developments during these two centuries include the construction of enormous Buddhist cave chapels, the emergence of great painters and calligraphers, and a profound change in visual perception and representation. This last achievement has often been characterized as the discovery of pictorial space, meaning that the artist was finally able to turn an opaque canvas or stone slab into a transparent "window" open to an illusory reality. The assertion is not false, but it often attributes this development to some master artists or treats it as an independent evolution of pictorial forms. An alternative approach advanced in this paper is that the new visual forms rebelled against traditional ritual art. While old types of monuments (the mortuary shrine, sarcophagus, and stele) continued, surface patterns (inscriptions and decorations) began to assume independence. Although still ceremonial or didactic in content, an inscription or pictorial scene engaged the eye and the mind. By transforming a ritual monument into a sheer surface for pictures, these forms allowed people to see things that had never been seen or represented before.
A number of stone funerary structures created at the beginning of the sixth century best demonstrate this transition. Dating from 529 (and thus contemporary with the reversed inscriptions), a small funerary shrine now in the Boston Museum of Fine Arts ( fig. 14) shows no major difference in form and structure from a Han shrine established some four centuries earlier. 27 What distinguishes it from a Han ritual building are its engravings, especially those executed on the single stone panel that forms the shrine's rear wall ( fig. 15 ). Here, a faintly delineated architectural framework represents the timber facade of a building, a "frame" enclosing the portraits of three gentlemen. Attired in similar costumes and each accompanied by a female figure, the three men differ from one another mainly in age. The figure to the right is a younger man with a fleshy face and a strong torso; the one to the left is heavily bearded with an angular face and a slender body. Whereas these two figures, both shown in three-quarter view facing outward, appear vigorous and high spirited, the third figure in the middle is a fragile older man retreating into an inner space. Slightly hunchbacked and lowering his head, he concentrates on a lotus flower in his hand. The flower-a symbol of purity and wisdom-originated in Buddhism, which had rapidly spread among Chinese literati by the sixth century. Lost in deep contemplation, this focal figure is about to enter the wooden-framed building, leaving this world and us, the viewers, behind.
The modern Chinese scholar Huang Minglan has offered an interesting reading of this composition. He suggested that all three images represent Ning Mao, to whom the mortuary shrine was dedicated, and that these images together narrate the stages of Ning's life, from his vigorous youth to his final spiritual enlightenment.28 Ning Mao's epitaph, which may still exist in China,'29 includes his biography ( fig. 16 ). It mentions three dated events: at the age of 35 (486) he became a clerk at the Ministry of the Imperial Cabinet. A few years later, in 489, he was promoted to general of the Imperial Mausoleum Guards in charge of ritual affairs. After the Northern Wei moved the capital to Luoyang in 494, he assumed the post of chief of Construction Corps in charge of building new palaces and temples. He was promoted to chief secretary of the Construction Office after the completion of the main palace, but soon fell ill and died in 50 1.30 Although the three portraits on Ning's shrine do not necessarily coincide with these specific events, they do show the general contour of his life as described in the epitaph. His positions as ritual specialist and imperial architect must also explain the unusually high quality of the engravings on his memorial shrine. The sentiment conveyed by the portraits-transformation from engagement in worldly affairs to the internal pursuit of spiritual peace-was a favorite intellectual subject during the Northern and Southern Dynasties; Lu Ji and Tao Qian's poems, quoted above, describe similar experiences. But in the pictorial representation, the conflict between life and death, between worldly activities and internal peace, is crystallized in the "front-and-back" images. Again, we find that lived experience ends at the point where someone turns inward, about to penetrate the solid surface of the stone.
The juxtaposition of "front-and-back" images became a pictorial formula. In many cases this composition no longer possessed a specific ritual or philosophical implication, but was used as a standard device to increase the complexity of representation. Fig. 17 reproduces a scene engraved on a famous Northern Wei sarcophagus now in the collection of the Nelson Gallery-Atkins Museum in Kansas City.3' Compared with Han depictions of similar subjects, this and other pictorial stories of filial paragons, which cover the two long sides of the stone box, signify many new developments, most noticeably a new sequential narrative mode and a three-dimensional landscape setting. Framed by a patterned band, each composition seems a translucent window onto an elusive world.
The strong sense of three-dimensionality in these pictures has enticed scholars to interpret them in light of a linear perspective system using overlapping forms and the technique of foreshortening. 32 In such an analysis the researcher, either consciously or unconsciously, equates the Chinese example with post-Renaissance painting that employs linear perspective as the most powerful means to create pictorial illusions. But if we examine the pictures on the sarcophagus more carefully, we find some peculiar features that do not agree with the basic principles and purposes of linear perspective, but fit perfectly well with the "binary" or "front-and-back" representational mode developed in fifthand sixth-century China. In simplest terms, the single station-point assumption of linear perspective is that the artist's and viewer's gaze travels from a chosen vantage point to a fixed vanishing point ( fig. 18 ). The "binary" mode, however, is based on the assumption that a form should be seen from both the front and the back; when a form is represented as such, it guides the viewer's gaze back and forth but never toward a real or implied vanishing point in the picture ( fig. 19) . A detail on the Nelson sarcophagus ( fig. 17 ) depicts the story of the famous Confucian paragon Wang Lin, who saved his brother from bandits. A tall tree in the middle divides the scene into two halves. Alexander Soper has boldly suggested that the images in both halves actually represent a single episode-the confrontation of Wang Lin and the bandits. The difference between the two scenes is that one is depicted from the front and the other from the rear.34 It seems to me that in making this assertion Soper has gone too far. In the left-hand scene a rope is tied around Wang Lin's brother's neck, and Wang Lin has thrown himself on his knees in front of the bandits, begging them to take him instead of his brother. In the right-hand scene, both Wang Lin and his brother have been released. These two scenes, therefore, represent two consecutive episodes of the story in a temporal sequence.
This iconographic explanation, however, does not rule out Soper's basic observation regarding the front-and-back views offered by the two scenes. What is most important here is not which episode or episodes the picture stands for (since similar stories had been abundantly illustrated from the Han), but how these episodes are depicted and viewed. In the left scene we find that the bandits have just emerged from a deep valley and are meeting Wang Lin (in a more general sense, they meet us the viewers). In the next scene, Wang Lin and his brother are leading the bandits into another valley and the whole procession has turned away from us; all we can see are people's backs and the rear end of a horse. This composition once again reminds us of the reversed inscriptions, one confronting us and the other showing us its back. But here our vision is controlled by the figures' motion. In viewing the left "frontal" scene our eyes take in the arriving figures, but when we turn to the next scene we cannot help but feel that we are abruptly and in a sense very rudely abandoned and ignored. The figures are leaving us and about to vanish; in an effort to catch them our gaze follows them into the deep valley. secure-there is no pre-Tang Dynasty reference for Gu's depiction of the subject, yet a newly discovered fifth-century screen bears a picture almost identical in composition to one of the seven scenes on the "Admonition" scroll. 36 Provided with this piece of evidence, we can view the scroll and the Nelson sarcophagus as approximately contemporary works. Not surprisingly, one of the most interesting features of the scroll is the binary composition, which, however, has been even further removed from its original ritual context to become a purely pictorial mode.
The painting illustrates the third-century poet Zhang Hua's composition of the same title. One of the scenes ( fig. 20 ) depicting Zhang's line-"Human beings know how to adorn their faces"-demonstrates an extremely sophisticated use of the binary composition. The scene is divided into two halves, each with an elegant palace lady looking at herself in a mirror. The lady on the right turns inward with her back toward us, and we see her face only in the mirror. The lady on the left faces us; her reflection in the mirror becomes implicit (only the mirror's patterned back is visible). The concept of a "mirror image" is thus presented literally ( fig. 2 1) : each group is itself a pair of mirror images, and the two groups together again form a reflecting double. We may also imagine that this composition may be viewed from both sides of the scroll: a hypothetical viewer on the other side of the canvas would find the same picture as we do, but the images he sees would be reversed ones.
No picture like this existed before the Northern and Southern Dynasties. What we find on Han monuments are silhouettes "attached" to the pictorial plane. The virtuous widow Liang holding a mirror in her hand ( figs. 22a-b the filial paragon Zengzi kneeling before his mother. In viewing these pictures our eyes travel along the surface of stone slabs, whose striped patterns only make the medium even more impenetrable. Even pictures created during the fourth century do not substantially alter this traditional representational mode. It is true that the well-known portraits of the "Seven Worthies in the Bamboo Grove" ("Zhulin qixian") exhibit some new elements: more relaxed and varying poses, spatial cells formed by landscape elements, and an emphasis on fluent lines ( fig.  23 ). But the images are still largely attached to the two-dimensional picture surface, never guiding our eyes to penetrate it. The real revolution took place only in the fifth and sixth centuries: the figures in the Wang Lin picture seem to be coming and going of their own free will, and the ladies in the "Admonition" scroll stare at their own reflections and their gaze guides us to see them. In both cases our vision follows the pictured figures in and out, effortlessly crossing the stone or canvas that is once again transparent.
All these pictorial works-the engravings on the Ning Mao shrine and the Nelson sarcophagus, and the painted images on the "Admonition" scroll-testify to a desire to see things that had never been seen or represented before. The new points of view pursued by the artists, however, were not actual (or assumed) station points on earth. The mundane achievement of seeing and representing things "naturalistically" could hardly fulfill the artists' high aspirations, for art, they claimed, should allow them to transcend observed reality with its temporal and spatial boundaries. The relationship between seeing and imagining, or between eyes and the mind, became a central topic of art criticism at the time. Sometimes the relationship was considered antithetical. Wang Wei (415-43), for example, criticized painters who relied only on their physical faculties and "focused on nothing but appearances and positioning." When a good artist painted, he told his contemporaries, "it is not in order to record the boundaries of cities or to distinguish the locale of prefectures, to mark off mountains and hills or to demarcate floods and streams. For things which are rooted in form must be smelted with spiritual force, and that which activates the permutation is the heart-mind."37 His view may have represented an extreme; other critics such as Xie He (fl. 500-35) considered both "physical likeness" (yinwu xiangxing) and "spirit resonance" (qiyun shengdong) necessary qualities of good art; nevertheless he placed the latter at the top of his "Six Laws" of painting. 38 Simultaneously there appeared the notion of an ideal artist who could realize the artistic goals the new age demanded, and whose unrestrained imagination would make him immortal:
He moves along with the four seasons and sighs at their passing on, Peers on all the things of the world, broods on their profusion ... Xie He seems to have felt short of words. Of an artist who has fathomed the universe and exhausted human nature, there is indeed nothing one can say except to acknowledge his godlike existence. Such glorification gives us little sense of the actual masterpieces from that period (which have all long since disappeared), but the pictures on another sixth-century stone sarcophagus, created when Xie was compiling his classification of painters, may allow us to perceive the kind of art he had in mind. Like the Nelson sarcophagus, this example in the Minneapolis Art Museum was unearthed at Luoyang, the capital of the Northern Wei after 494 ( fig. 24) . 41 Again, like the Nelson sarcophagus, both long sides of the sarcophagus are covered with a rich combination of pictorial and decorative This coherent spatial representation serves symbolic purposes, however. It groups historical figures of different times and places into a synchronic setting; the rationale of this synthesis is that all these figures share the same virtue and their lives show a similar contour. The naturalism of the illustrations thus diminishes any vestige of historical reality. The figures belong neither to the past nor the present; rather, they represent timeless Confucian paragons, who are again abstractions of history and human deeds. This may be why these virtuous men are positioned in the lower half of the pictures: they are still earthbound and so the naturalism of their portrayal attests to the trueness of the human principles they embody.
The historical Confucian figures, as well as the realistic pictorial style associated with them, disappear from the upper half of the composition, where we find fantastic and possibly Taoist images: an enormous dragon juxtaposed with a huge phoenix, beautiful fairies riding on clouds or exotic birds, fierce demons roaring against the wind. Instead of being united by a three-dimensional landscape, these images are harmonized by the swelling, rhythmic lines that shape them. We may say that these fluent lines are themselves a metaphor of the vital energy of the universe,43 from which all these images of the imagination-heavenly flowers, auspicious birds, mystical beasts, fairies, and demons-emerge. Floating and ever-changing, these line images seem to shift smoothly on the two-dimensional picture plane without penetrating it.
The design is further complicated by a focal image crossing the upper and lower halves-an animal mask with a ring hanging from its mouth. The model for this image is a sculptured mask made of gilded copper attached to a wooden coffin. Here it has been transformed into a flat silhouette on stone. A new layer of visual rhetoric is added: integrated into the overall two-dimensional pictorial representation, the mask seems suspended in air in front of the surrounding scenes, which recede and vanish behind it. Firm and unyielding, the mask reminds us of the stone surface and forces us to pull our gaze (and mind) back from the distant and fantastic worlds, reasserting our own proximity to the solid sarcophagus. This image restores the surface of the picture plane but only to allow the artist to decompose and recompose it again. On either side of the mask, two windows, perfectly square, guide our gaze "into" the sarcophagus. Two figures stand inside each window and stare at us.44 These windows, which allow us to see what is concealed behind the pictorial surface, thus reject any coherent system of pictorial illusionism and any fixed spatial or temporal station. 45 Viewing such a complex picture that integrates so many contradictory elements, we feel that the artist is constantly challenging us with new modes of pictorial representation. Traveling through time and space, he leads us to confront different realms and states of beings-to "gallop to the world's eight bounds" and to "peer on all the things of the world [and] brood on their profusion." He creates and recreates tension between different images and between these images and the medium: whenever a scene is about to assume its independence and become "real," he brings in a conflicting image or style that dismisses any sense of illusionism and restocks the pictorial surface with new possibilities to further expand the visual field. Thus we find that the picture seems to ceaselessly rebel against itself-"reversing" itself and then balancing itself. The illusionist narrative in the landscape scene is juxtaposed with the elusive, decorative immortal imagery; the "relief" animal mask is juxtaposed with the "sunken" windows. The first set of motifs transforms the pictorial surface into images and thus erases it; the second set restores the surface because the mask must be attached to it and the windows must be opened on it.46 The structural key to understanding the creation of such a composition, therefore, is again the binary mode: the artist develops his imagery along opposite yet complementary paths. In making such an effort he breaks away from conventional representation and pushes the possibility of human perception to a new limit.
figures who are staring at the spectator. In Foucault's words, this mirror "shows us nothing of what is represented in the picture itself. Its motionless gaze extends out in front of the picture, into that necessary invisible region which forms its exterior face, to apprehend the figures arranged in that space. Instead of surrounding visible objects, this mirror cuts straight through the whole field of the representation, ignoring all it might apprehend within that field, and restores visibility to that which resides outside all view"; Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences (New York, 1973), 7-8. This mirror imagery is thus comparable with the window imagery on the sarcophagus. 46. Norman Bryson has compared Western and Chinese painting in terms of their different notions and treatments of the pictorial plane: "Through much of the Western tradition oil paint is treated primarily as an erasive medium. What it must first erase is the surface of the picture-plane: visibility of the surface would threaten the coherence of the fundamental technique through which the Western representational image classically works the trace, of ground-to-figure relations: 'ground,' the absence of figure, is never accorded parity, is always a subtractive term.... The individual history of the oil-painting is therefore largely irretrievable, for although the visible surface has been worked, and worked as a total expanse, the viewer cannot ascertain the degree to which other surfaces lie concealed beneath the planar display: the image that suppresses deixis has no interest in its own genesis or past, except to bury it in a palimpsest of which only the final version shows through, above an indeterminable debris of revisions." In Chinese painting, on the other hand, "everything that is marked on the surface remains visible, save for those preliminaries or errors that are not considered part of the image." A Chinese painting "cannot be taken in all at once, tota simul, since it has itself unfolded within the durge of process; it consists serially, in the somatic time of its construction"; Vision and Painting: The Logic of the Gaze (New Haven, 1983), 92, 94. The engraving on the sarcophagus, however, also shows these two modes of representation in a single composition: some scenes erase the surface while others restore it.
